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“Susan, baby, wake up!” 

‘“Mmrph.” Susan squirmed around and tried to bury her head 
under her pillow. 

“No you don’t!” 

Susan jerked and squealed as her backside was pinched. She 
whirled around, swinging her pillow, only to have it plucked from her 
hands. 

“You need to get up now!” At first Susan didn’t notice the 
strange edge to Rose’s voice, and began a sour retort, but then she 
choked it back. Her sister’s face was dead pale in the white light of 
the glow stick, her fingers clutching the pillow so tightly Susan was 
half afraid they’d rip through the case. Rose’s mouth twisted oddly, 
like she was trying to hold something back, and Susan couldn’t quite 
finger the look in her eyes. Susan had never seen it before. 

It was still pitch black outside, the night chorus of insects still 
in full swing. The occasional twitter of birdsong told that dawn was a 
remote possibility, but it was still far too early to be up and about. 
Had Rose gotten an emergency call from town? To the best of Susan’s 
memory, Marta’s baby wasn’t due for a good two months, so it could- 
n’t be that. Someone suddenly fallen ill? 

Susan caught a soft, furtive noise from the room below hers, a muf- 
fled thump. 

“Is there someone in the house?” Susan hissed, gathering her 
feet under her, heart thumping. She swiped the strings of ditchwater 
hair from her eyes, and tugged at the hem of her thin nightgown, 
which had tangled around her thighs. 

Rose shook her head. “No, no. That’s just Aaron.” 


Aaron? What was he doing here so early? It wasn’t time to 
let the horses out to pasture yet. 

Rose snatched up Susan’s hands, clasping them between 
hers. “Susan, baby, I need you to pray, and pray hard. We need to 
leave. Tonight. Before sunrise.” 

Susan pulled back, tugging futilely at her hands. “What?! 
But--!” Leave?! But Rose was Glen Tower’s only Healer. And why 
leave so suddenly? Why in the world -- 

“I’m going to let Anna and Missy sleep for a bit longer, 
they’ll need it. I need you to pack a small bag with whatever you 
don’t want left behind, and then help Aaron and me load up the air 
car.” 

Susan shook her head slightly, “But.... Why --? What’s--?” 

Rose closed her eyes, taking a deep breath and squeezing 
Susan’s hands. “The Gelfs found us, baby. They’re coming for the 
base at sunrise. We’re evacuating the town.” 

Susan felt the blood drain from her face and limbs, leaving a 
tingling numbness behind. Her hands fell limp to her knees when 
Rose released them. Rose threw her arms around her sister’s shoul- 
ders in a quick hug. 

“It ll be ok, doll baby. We'll all be fine. We’ve got some 
time.” Rose lightly patted Susan’s head, then rose to her feet and 
vanished through the door with a soft swish of skirts. The soft light 
of the glow stick went with her, leaving Susan in the pitch black 
again. 

The thick night air had suddenly become too heavy to 
breathe. Susan clutched at the ring hanging from the chain around 
her neck. Gelfs? Here? It seemed too impossible to be true. 


Glen Tower, with its miniscule band of insurrectionists, was far too 
insignificant to attract attention to itself. They were nobodies. 
Nobodies! 

A fact that you'd always resented. 

Susan pushed the thought away, climbing out of her bed onto 
shaking legs. She fumbled for her nightstand, nearly knocking over 
her brass lamp. Clumsy fingers found and turned the key, flooding the 
tiny room with light that seemed far too bright. 

She reached for her hair pins, her other hand gathering up her 
hair at the base of her neck, but paused. Rose had left her raven waves 
loose, not taking the time to knot them up in her usual bun. Susan left 
her hair pins where they lay, her hand going instead to the tiny 
mahogany box sitting beside them, palming it before her gaze turned 
to dart around the rest of her room. 

Practical, practical, practical, she thought as her eyes swept 
over her pack rat’s horde. I have to be practical. Can’t Just grab the 
first things you see. She closed her eyes for a fraction of a moment. 
Breathe, girl. Think. The little case with her pencils, brushes, and 
paints was a must. She’d spent too much time on them to leave them 
behind, and while graphite was easy enough to find, who knew when 
she’d be able to make more paints, or acquire colored leads. Her old 
sketchbooks would just take up space. She hauled a satchel from her 
closet and started stashing items inside, going over her internal inven- 
tory, thoughts flying faster than even her hands. 

Her little cloth mice dolls would have to stay, as much as it 
would hurt to leave them. Her sewing box could come; she could 
always make more mice later. Her crochet hooks.... Should she bring 
yarn? A few skeins wouldn’t hurt. 


Her doll.... Susan brushed loving fingers along the painted 
porcelain cheek, then lightly touched the shining brown curls, and 
the white lace gown, the tiny cloth flowers crowning her head. She 
really shouldn’t even think of bringing her. The doll was so delicate, 
she would surely shatter during the evacuation. But. ... The thought 
of a Gelf raider bursting into the room and smashing her to bits was 
too much to bear. Susan carefully wrapped her in several heavy 
winter skirts and set her aside to be laid on top once everything else 
was packed. 

Susan quickly packed her essentials, then gave the room 
another sweep. Her eyes fell on the heavy wooden trunk sitting 
under the window, and her heart gave a painful twinge. Her hope 
chest was too big to bring. It would have to be left here, along with 
most of its contents. She took a hesitant step toward it, but stopped 
herself. She wouldn’t be able to pick and chose. It would take too 
long, and she would try to take too much. The occasional twitter of 
birdsong was a horrible reminder that dawn was suddenly not far 
away at all. 

She mentally ran through a list of words that would have 
horrified Rose to learn that her sister knew them. Why did the Gelfs 
have to decide to come after them at last? The Glen Tower rebels 
hadn’t done anything to them. Much as they’d wanted to. And how 
had they found them? 

Susan’s hands stilled. They hadn’t sent.... No. No, the 
thought was too horrible to consider. Glen Tower was certainly too 
small for a Sphere. 

She tucked the folder into the satchel, and stared at its mea- 
ger contents. So little. Such a paltry accounting of her seventeen 
years of collections. Stupid Gelfs. Wasn’t it enough that the Gelfs 
had taken their parents, they had to take their home as well? 
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Susan zipped the satchel closed and slung it onto her back, 
picking up the glow stick she’d saved out, and switched off her lamp. 
And switched it straight back on again, letting the satchel back down 
to the floor. She’d been in such a hurry to pack she’d forgotten to 
dress. She couldn’t very well go to the base dressed in her nightgown. 

Susan threw on the clothes she’d worn the day before; a light, 
short-sleeved white shirt and pale gray skirt that reached her ankles. 
She pulled on her stockings and boots, and then as an afterthought her 
few pieces of jewelry other than the chain that never left her neck. 
That she tucked down her shirt. 

Susan switched off her lamp, and crept down the narrow 
wooden stairs, her glow stick lighting the way. She set her satchel at 
the base of the stairs and went to the kitchen, where she could see 
shadows wavering in the light of two more glow sticks. 

Susan flipped the kitchen lights on. A moment later she had to 
jump back to avoid being crushed by Aaron’s rush to switch them off. 

“Don’t turn on the lights!” he hissed. “They’ll see!” His grim 
mask didn’t quite cover his fear. That expression, on Aaron’s face, 
nearly sent her cowering to the cellar. She fiercely wished she could 
just dash down the hill to the creek and just hide until it was all over. 
But if she did that the Gelfs would find her. 

Susan’s throat constricted. If the Gelfs might be so close they 
could see the farmhouse’s lights.... Her stomach lurched. 

For a while she joined Rose and Aaron in their near frantic 
packaging of supplies, but Rose set her to carrying bundles to the air 
car once it was clear that Susan was spilling more than she packed. 


And so, standing on the top of the hill, with an unobstructed view 
of the valley, she was the first to see it. 

Time seemed to slow to a stop, freezing the image in place. 
Not aware that her legs were moving, she drifted towards the edge 
of the hill, just before the steep drop that led to the creek. Susan 
sank to her knees in the grass, tears stinging her eyes and blurring 
her vision. 

Cradled by the sunrise-stained clouds, a massive bronze 
Sphere hovered on the horizon, larger than the crest of the newborn 
sun, the metallic surface spattered with lights. Swarms of black dots 
swirled around it, growing larger and larger with each passing sec- 
ond. So gorgeous. So horrible. A Gelf Death Sphere. 

Susan’s mouth moved, but the only sound that emerged from 
her choked throat was a strangled squeak. After several more tries it 
became a hoarse whisper. 

“Rose,” Susan managed to get out. “Rose. Rose! ROSE!” 
The name became a scream, over and over, her eyes frozen on the 
horrible bloody sunrise, the lights on the sphere blurring together as 
tears filmed her vision. 

A pair of hands hooked under her arms and pulled her to her 
feet. Her head snapped up, eyes tearing away from the horizon. 
Aaron. He shouted something, but her terror-fogged mind couldn’t 
make sense of it. All she could hear was her own scream, though 
her throat had choked off her voice. 

Her mind seemed to detach from her body, floating a few 
feet off, watching with absolute distanced clarity as the scene 
played out in absolute silence, as if her dead scream had drowned 
out the world. 
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Aaron dragged her back towards the farmhouse, where Rose 
stood staring past them, one hand clutching the collar of her shirt, the 
other warding off her loose black hair flying in the wind. Fear and a 
grim determination mixed on her face. 

Anna emerged from the house, little Missy in tow, both carry- 
ing bulky bundles, both with sheer terror painted on their faces. 
Anna’s hand, clamped around Missy’s, was as white as her face. 

Susan drifted in her hazy detachment while Aaron lifted her 
into the air car. She numbly turned to watch through the back window 
as Anna and Aaron darted back and forth carrying more bundles to the 
air car, while Rose strapped Missy and Susan into their seats, then 
packed bundles and bags around them. It took the space of moments, 
though it seemed to be hours, while the black swarm drew closer and 
closer, larger and larger, their shapes shifting, elongating, growing 
strange antennae and pitch wings. A swarm of locust. Susan watched, 
the unfolding scene becoming more and more distant and surreal with 
each passing moment. 

The air car lifted, and soon the horizon was lost behind trees, 
and then the curve of the mountain. Missy’s crying was the first sound 
since Susan’s scream had deafened the world. 

Susan ripped her eyes from the back window. The only things 
to be seen there were trees. She willed feeling to return to her limbs, 
forcing herself to take slow, steady breaths while she tried to reel in 
her drifting mind. They’d sent a Sphere. Not just a squad, but an 
entire Sphere. Why? Why had Glen Tower warranted a Sphere? 

In town, people ran through the streets, carrying blankets, bun- 
dles, children, all oddly silent, save an occasional whimper from a 
young one. 


The only islands of calm were several men and women in faded, 
patched uniforms, directing the chaos into a semblance of order. 

Aaron drove the air car into the shelter of the base’s walls, 
where things were no less chaotic, but at least everyone seemed to 
know what they were doing. Aaron disappeared into the mayhem, 
leaving Rose and Susan to unpack the air car. 

Most of the base’s prized fighters were gone, delaying the 
locust swarm while everyone ran. Even a few of the larger evacua- 
tion vessels were gone already. 

“Susie!” 

Susan snapped around. “Ya!?” 

Aaron was back, another young man in tow, a beanpole with 
ripped-off sleeves and a red-streaked bandanna around his head. 

“You’ve been training on the simms, right?” Aaron asked. 

“Yeah,” Susan replied, a little guiltily. Rose gaped at her sis- 
ter. Susan pretended she didn’t see the hurt on her face. After all, 
Rose knew full well that Susan couldn’t stand how they were just 
standing by, doing nothing. 

“Here’s your chance to get some action. Ben needs a 
gunner -” 

“T’m not taking a kid!” the other man - Ben? - snapped. 

“She’s almost eighteen -” Aaron said. 

“You can’t think that Susan could -” Rose began. 

Time to put your money where your mouth is. Big mouth. 
Susan numbly climbed out of the car. “What can I do?” 

Ben paused, eyeing her. “Can you handle a Dragonfly?” 

Susan nodded. “Not terribly much different from a Mystic.” 
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“Tt’s a lot trickier than handling the weaponry on a Mystic,” 
Ben warned. 

“Tt’s not like she’s going to be shooting anyway,” Aaron 
said, more to reassure Rose than anything else. “It’s just as a safety 
precaution.” 

All of Susan’s old protests that she could do whatever 
necessary refused to come to her lips. Her hands hung limp at her 
sides, muscles too frozen to shake. 

Ben grudgingly accepted her as his gunner, and she tried not to look 
back as he led her out of the complex, away from the fear on her 
sister’s face. He took her into the trees, to the concealed Dragonfly, 
opening a hatch in the top and pushing her inside. She strapped into 
the gunner’s chair. 

A faint whine hummed through her bones as Ben started the 
engines, dashing through an abbreviated emergency pre-flight. 

“Don’t touch the controls unless I tell you,” Ben ordered 
tersely. “We don’t need you shooting down one of ours.” 

Susan nodded. Don’t shoot unless you know where you’re 
shooting. 

The Dragonfly lifted from the ground. It zipped off so fast 
that her head slammed back into the seat, and the speed held it 
there. The Dragonfly moved just like its namesake, darting in any 
direction on a dime, nearly FTL fast, or so it seemed from where 
she sat. Inertial dampers absorbed enough that they weren’t thrown 
around so badly, but it was still sticky maneuvering, and she could 
see now that it would be stickier aiming. 

Susan slid a sidelong glance at her silent pilot. His eyes 
flicked from one instrument reading to another to the windshield to 
a reading nearly as fast as the Dragonfly could change course. 
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Conversely, his hands were nearly unnaturally still, making slight 
adjustments, flicking a button here and there to switch to a different 
frequency or a different instrument, handling the controls with the 
delicacy of one very familiar with the Dragonfly’s temperamental 
handling. 

Her gaze returned to the gradually lightening world outside 
the windshield. The mountains were eerily beautiful in the half-light 
of the bloody dawn, the trees painted with fire. 

Abruptly the Dragonfly slammed sideways, throwing her 
against the harness, so unexpected that her head began to swim. It 
took her a moment to realize he’d spoken to her. Susan shook her 
head, trying to clear away some of the lingering fuzziness. “What?” 

“T said, I can’t shake him,” Ben said again, clearly and care- 
fully, as if to a child. “You’re going to have to shoot it down.” 

“Shoot it down?!” 

Ben snapped the fighter into a roll, the world sickeningly 
turning on its tail. Blinding red light flashed through the windshield, 
burning a green afterimage of a sleek, antennaed locust into her reti- 
na. A Mystic. 

“Holy crap!” Susan shrieked. Rose would have tanned her 
hide. 

“Precisely,” Ben gritted out. “Just shoot it!” 

Shoot it?! 

“Just do it! Or the whole evacuation’s gonna be a bust!” 

Susan’s head felt like all the blood had decided to rush to it, 
crushing her brain. If the bug told the rest of the swarm about them, 
the Gelfs wouldn’t rest until they’d flushed them all out. 
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Hands shaking, Susan activated the targeting system, a silver 
crosshatch appearing on the view screen. 

“Use your instruments, not your eyes!” Ben snapped. 

Susan quickly surveyed the panels, full of buttons, switches, 
readouts, her head was already beginning to spin. 

Keep your head, Susan girl, she admonished. You ’ve done this 
in the sims. You know the controls. You’ve been hunting before. The 
same tricks still apply. The key was to anticipate which way it would 
dodge, and let it run straight into the bullet. Aim for the biggest target 
that would do the most damage. 

Ben dropped sharply, skimming the treetops. Susan heard the 
snap and pop of branches breaking against the undercarriage. 

She took a deep breath and brought her weapons online, letting 
her fingers run through the familiar drill, trying to blank her mind of 
what was going on outside. For now, at least. 

The Dragonfly snapped upwards again, jarring her concentra- 
tion. Susan shot Ben an ugly look. Their movements were too erratic 
for the targeting system to lock onto the Mystic. She would have to 
take it down herself. 

“Will you quit taking your time?” he gritted out. 

Her held breath left her lungs in a whoosh. She may not like it, 
but his erratic maneuvering was all that kept them alive. And if she 
were to have any chance at taking this thing down, she’d have to try to 
anticipate him. Of course, the Gelf would be trying to do the same. 

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Feint. Try to get him into my 
sights.” 


For the briefest infinitesimal moment, the Mystic drifted 
straight into her crosshairs. She fired just short, hopefully giving just 
enough lead that.... 

The twin red streaks of plasma bolts ripped across her vision. 
The locust faltered, shuddering. 

“T think I got him!” Susan shouted, shocked. 

“Good girl,” Ben gritted out. “Bring it down!” 

Her heart filled her ears. Maybe she could do this.... Maybe 
they could keep the bugs from finding the rest of the evacuees. If it 
could be hit once, it could be hit again.... 

“Can you get me a shot at the underside?” Susan asked, 
struck by a sudden thought. There was a weak spot in its armor at 
the junction of wing and body. If she could manage to hit it .... 

Getting underneath the Mystic wasn’t the problem. The Gelf 
pilot was either confident or stupid enough to fly above them, 
exposing his underbelly. Considering the obvious skill with which it 
handled its craft, she suspected it was the former, which led to a 
measure of the latter. No, the problem wasn’t the Dragonfly’s posi- 
tion, it was her aim. The Dragonfly’s characteristic jerky zipping 
was throwing her off, simms or no. 

The Mystic dropped lower and her heart sank with it. Had 
the Gelf realized its mistake? 

But then it zipped through a break in the mountains, cutting 
off their instrument readings. Her blood turned to icy fire. They’d 
lost it. It could come at them from virtually anywhere. Or worse, run 
back to the rest of the swarm. Her heart rose to her throat, choking 
off her air. 
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Black and red filled her vision, searing across her eyes. Ben 
cursed and sent them shooting upwards, over the locust that had 
suddenly appeared in their path. As they passed over, the Mystic 
arced up to follow, exposing its underside. Not even thinking, Susan 
aimed and fired. 

The plasma bolts ripped the wing right off of the body, the 
slim shard of metal fluttering downwards like a wing torn off of a 
butterfly by a cruel child. The body arced sideways, deprived of the 
wing’s lift, before plummeting to the mountainside, sliding several 
hundred feet before coming to a stop, pausing for an infinitesimal 
moment before blossoming into a yellow and orange fireball. The 
shockwave from the explosion slammed into her stomach, nearly 
winding her, her ears popping painfully from the pressure and the 
sound of the blast. 

Susan pulled her knees up to her chest, curling around the 
lingering ache just below her lungs, a high-pitched ring shrieking in 
her ears. 

After what seemed an eternity, the fuzzy noise resolved into 
Ben’s whooping. 

“Beauty shot, baby! Beauty!” he crowed. 

Susan plastered a smile across her face, and tried to un-knot 
her stomach, which now churned alarmingly as well as ached. 

She’d just killed someone. Her stomach lurched again. 

A bug. She’d killed a bug. Not a person. A bug. And it 
wasn’t as if it hadn’t been necessary. It would have killed her 
sisters. 

Tears stung at her eyes, but she resolutely shoved them 
away. It was over and done. It wasn’t as if she could have done 
anything else. 

She didn’t notice that they’d landed until Ben lightly 
punched her arm. 


“Now we lay low until we get the all clear that everyone’s at 
the rendezvous point.” 

Susan lifted her head, and to her shock could still see the 
rising column of smoke from the smashed Mystic above the trees. 
“Here?” 

Ben shrugged slightly. “As good a place as any. We’re 
outside the Death Squad’s sweep, and the Dragonfly’s nicely 
hidden. That’s all that’s important.” 

“But.... Right by where that Gelf went down? Won’t they 
come to pick it up?” 

Ben snorted. “You saw that fireball. You got it good, girl. 
Even if it’s alive now, it won’t be tomorrow, which is the earliest 
they’d be looking for it, which they won’t be. They’ll list it MIA, 
then assumed dead.” 

“Without even looking?” Susan asked. Not even trying? 

“Nope. Shockwave from the blast will have wiped its ID 
chip clean. They don’t know it exists anymore, and couldn’t care 
less.” 

“How horrible!” 

“Gelfs,” Ben said sourly. “Why worry about one life when 
you can manufacture twenty more? And incorporating the latest 
developments, no less.” 

Susan inwardly shuddered, feeling sick again. None of that, 
she sternly told her stomach. 

Ben popped open the canopy, allowing the sweet, fresh 
spring air into the stifling cockpit. The wind shifted slightly, 
bringing a slight tinge of metallic smoke with it. She had to remind 
her stomach of its place again. 

“Come on,” Ben called back to her, climbing out. 

“Shouldn’t we stay here? With the Dragonfly? In case we’re 
needed?” 
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“We won’t be. They’re not going to call on us with - ” he 
caught himself, flicking an unconscious glance at her. 

They’re not going to call on us with a rookie in the gunner 
chair. Not for real action, Susan finished for him. Blooded or no. They 
weren’t that desperate to lose any more people. 

“Anyway,” Ben tried to cover his near miss. “We should see if 
there’s anything salvageable from that Mystic. We can use all the spare 
parts we can get.” 

Susan hesitated, and Ben began walking away. She scrambled 
out of the Dragonfly. No way was she going to be left alone here. 
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Ben whooped, shooting a fist into the air. 

“What is it?” Susan asked, clambering up onto the steep 
surface of the next rock, praying the soles of her boots would find 
enough purchase on the nearly smooth surface. 

Ben crouched down and reached for her. “See for yourself.” 

Susan accepted the offered hand and he hauled her up to join 
him, her shoulder nearly popping. 

“That Gelf definitely won’t be bothering anyone anymore,” 
Ben said triumphantly. 

Susan’s stomach twisted. That melted mass of metal and plastic 
had been the Gelf Mystic? It was a smear of blasted, smoldering 
wreckage now. A scorched scar showed the ragged path of its descent. 
Nothing could be alive in that thing now. 

“Lucky shot,” Susan mumbled, now very glad that she hadn’t 
had anything to eat in nearly sixteen hours. 


“Come on,” Ben said, lightly jumping to a lower rock. 

Susan didn’t see how anything could have come out of that 
intact, but she cautiously followed him down, falling further and 
further behind as she tried to find safer routes. 

A soft rustle made her hesitate. She held still, listening. After 
a long moment of hearing only the wind, and Ben rock hopping, 
pawing through debris, she started to return to her laborious climb 
down. But then another sound made her heart catch in her throat. 
That had been a voice. Faint, but definitely a voice. 

“Hello?” Susan called cautiously, her heartbeat drowning all 
other sound. 

“Find something?” Ben shouted up. 

“Shh! I’m not sure.” Susan resolutely swallowed her heart 
and carefully climbed across the fire-scored rocks toward the noise, 
skirting occasional smoldering underbrush. When she heard it again, 
she could make out words. “I’m here,” and something else that she 
didn’t quite catch. 

She rounded one of the larger boulders and gasped, recoiling. 
The Gelf lay sprawled among the rocks, the black chitin-like armor 
scored and cracked, the left side nearly torn away completely, the 
suit and skin beneath shredded and burned. By the odd angle it was 
twisted into, at least one leg was shattered. 

But even as she stared, insides shrinking in nauseating 
revulsion, the faint, rasping voice came again. “Help.... Please....” 

Susan’s throat closed over her voice, numbness washing over 
her paralyzed limbs. It was alive. Against all odds it had somehow 
escaped the crash of its fighter alive. 

Help him, a tiny voice whispered in the back of her mind. 
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It was several moments before Susan could find her own 
voice. “Ben.... Ben!” 

Ben rock-hopped toward her. “What’d ya find?” When he 
caught sight of the Gelf, his face twisted in disgust. “Alive?” 

Susan nodded. 

“Tll say one thing for them,” Ben said tonelessly, surveying 
it. “They’re tough.” He drew a knife from his belt. 

“Wait!” Susan cried. “What are you doing?!” 

“Putting it out of its misery,” he said, advancing. “Even a 
Gelf won’t last long with a slit throat.” 

“What? No! You can’t just kill it!’ Susan said, the words 
sounding lame even to her own ears. Help him, she heard again. 

“Why not? It’s killed enough of us! ’Sides, it’s gonna die 
anyway. You want it to linger in pain?” 

“Well.... No.... But you can’t just kill it!” she added quickly 
as he began moving again. “Look... it’s not going to hurt you... 
and...” curse you, Rose, she thought fiercely, “no matter what’s 
been done to its DNA, it’s still human. We can’t just let it die,” she 
said, resigned. 

Ben stared at her, incredulous. Susan found her shoulders 
and spine straightening, her chin lifting slightly. Curse vou, Rose. 
You and your defending these monsters. You’d kill me if I just let it 
die. No matter how nauseating the thought of helping it is. Almost 
as nauseating as the thought of killing it out of hand. And that tiny 
voice in the back of her mind still insisted, Help him. 

“You’re nuts,” Ben said flatly. “If it gets the chance, itll kill 
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“T’]l deal with that when it comes. Meanwhile, it wi// die if it 
doesn’t get medical attention soon.” If it hadn’t died already. Susan 
took a bit of hope in the thought, as guilty as it made her feel. It 
hadn’t made any sounds since that last pitiful plea for help. 
Whatever it had done or would do, it had a life it didn’t want to 
lose. 

And a soul? Did Gelfs even have souls? Rose thought so. 
Susan sighed. Oh, Lord, help me. I dont know what to make of this. 
These creatures.... No matter what Rose says, they couldn’t be 
human anymore. 

Help him. 

Standing here certainly wasn’t doing anyone any good. 
Susan took a deep breath. “Right. Guess this means we’ll need shel- 
ter and water even more now.” She gingerly eased around the Gelf, 
looking for the easiest way to stretch it out and get the armor off so 
she could assess its injuries and see if she could try to treat them. 
The burns would start swelling soon, if Gelf injuries were anything 
like human ones. From what she could see, and what she could 
remember from Rose’s lessons, she would say tough was an under- 
statement. She would need all of those lessons now if the thing was 
going to have a chance at surviving. 

“You’re nuts,” Ben muttered again. 

“Either help me or waltz off on your merry way!” Susan 
snapped. “Pick one!” She crouched down by the Gelf’s head, the 
cracked and battered helmet still hiding its face. She hesitated a 
moment before reaching down and trying to find a pulse, gingerly 
touching the raw flesh of its neck. After a bit of careful searching, 
she found it; faint and fluttering. “It’s still alive.” 
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Ben gave a low growl. “Whatever it does is on your head.” He 
bent and grabbed the fully armored right arm, pulling the Gelf upright, 
then drawing it across his shoulders, eliciting a soft moan of pain from 
it. He stood. “Where do you want it?” 

“Try to find a big rock that’s mostly flat. Under relative shelter, 
if possible.” She couldn’t bring herself to tell him to be careful with it. 
Technically it shouldn’t be moved at all, but there wasn’t exactly a 
medical rescue team on the way. 

“We’ll see what we can do,” Ben muttered. 
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A bit of scouting turned up a somewhat sheltered alcove, creat- 
ed by some overhanging rocks. Here, insulated a bit from the strong 
acidic smoke from the blasted wreckage, she could smell burned meat. 
The Gelf. Her stomach gave an unpleasant twist. 

“Hang on a second.” Susan slipped off her underskirt. “Give 
me your knife.” 

Ben handed it to her. She tried not to look at his face as she accepted 
it; he was probably mirroring her own thoughts. Why was she doing 
this? 

Susan slit the underskirt from waist to hem, stretching it out on 
the rock. It wasn’t perfect, but it would be better than laying it on the 
bare stone, and the dirt and bacteria clinging to it. 

“Ok, now lay it down with the burned side on the skirt.” 

He did so, a doubtful look on his face. The soot from the Gelf’s 
armor made charcoal smudges on her underskirt. She thought belatedly 
that she probably should have gotten the armor off first. Ah well. Too 
late now. 

“Try to save as much as the armor as you can,” Ben said. 
“Unlike the Gelf, it’s actually good for something.” 


Susan nodded absently, wondering despairingly what in the 
world she was to do with it now. 

Ben headed off, and she gave her patient another cursory 
glance. The loosened helmet had begun to slip; now Susan knelt 
down and eased it the rest of the way off, other hand carefully sup- 
porting the Gelf’s head. She nearly dropped both. 

She’d expected a bestial parody of a human face, or some 
kind of insect or reptile. What she saw was the last thing in the 
world she thought she’d see. 

He looked human. Completely and entirely human. A young 
man with short navy hair that had been badly singed on the left side, 
his eyebrow nearly gone completely. A massive yellow blister 
followed his cheekbone, edged in purplish red; the rest of his cheek, 
jaw line, underside of his chin, and the side of his neck were a leath- 
ery, yellowish white with patches of raw red. His nose and ears were 
bleeding. His eyes were closed. The undamaged side of his face, 
though smeared with soot and blood, showed that he’d actually been 
rather strikingly handsome. 

And human. 

Completely human. 

Hands shaking now, Susan mechanically set down his head. She 
hadn’t expected this. She hadn’t expected this at all. He looked 
human. Did they all look human? This was worse than any sort of 
twisted mutation. Far worse. 

Somehow... it had all been far easier to accept when they’d 
looked like monsters in her mind’s eye. Now.... 

Susan took a deep, shuddering breath, clenching the broken 
helmet in her hands so hard that the shattered edge began to bite into 
her flesh. She couldn’t go through with this. 
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She couldn’t help this monster with a human face. Not for platitudes 
about being human or even for Rose. She couldn’t. Lord, help me. I 
can t. Susan squeezed her eyes closed against encroaching tears. [ 
cant! 

An armored hand clamped around Susan’s throat. Her eyes 
flew wide with shock, the helmet falling from her nerveless fingers. 
The Gelf’s eyes trapped hers - narrowed, metallic blue eyes glazed 
with pain, his huge pupils reflecting eerie greenish-silver crescents, 
like a cat’s. 

The whole scene began to seem part of a surreal dream 
world that she’d entered at the sight of the Gelf Death Squad. Susan 
tried to gasp, her mouth gaping wide, but nothing got past her 
constricted windpipe. Her trembling hands came up to grasp his 
wrist. This isn’t real. This can’t be real. The edges of her vision 
were beginning to go grey, with tiny bursts of red, her lungs futilely 
trying to suck in air. Why? Why why why? Why me? What have I 
done? Why do I deserve this? 

The Gelf coughed convulsively, eyes squeezing shut for a 
moment, the unburned half of his face twisting in pain. Susan scrab- 
bled uselessly at the tightening fingers around her throat. The Gelf 
turned his head and spat black sludge mixed with blood. 

“I’m not...” he gasped, glazed ice gaze returning to Susan, 
his head weaving unsteadily. “Not... dead yet.... Bloody... bloody 
Natural... scavenger.” The near-crushing grip on her windpipe - if 
he was this strong when he was dying...! - loosened slightly. His 
eyelids fluttered, his eyes beginning to roll back into his head, his 
grip loosening further, just enough for a gasp of sweet fresh air. 

Susan finally managed to pry his fingers from her throat. She 
scrambled out of arm’s reach, gasping and crying. She was supposed 


to help that?! 
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No. All she had to do was sit here and wait, and let his 
injuries take their toll. Just sit here and wait for Ben to come back. 
Let shock and blood loss and dehydration do their work. The 
fluttering pulse, the uneven breathing, the dilated pupils, the 
intermittent consciousness, he was already exhibiting signs of shock. 

She swallowed down a fresh round of tears, renewing the 
ache in her throat. It was a horrible way to die, half covered in 
burns, most second or third degree from the looks of it, blood 
pressure falling lower and lower as shock settled in, loss of blood 
and other fluids leeching the moisture out of the body, less and less 
oxygen making it to the brain and other systems, the mouth 
becoming so dry that.... 

“Why me?” Susan whispered aloud, so softly she could 
barely hear herself. “Why are you doing this to me?” Why was she 
the one faced with this choice? Why couldn’t it be Rose? Perfect 
Rose wouldn’t even have had to think of it. 

She’d’ve helped him. 

More tears leaked from Susan’s eyes against her will. A 
painful whimper escaped her bruised throat. “I can’t,” she said, 
voice cracking. “I can’t.” Oh, Lord.... I cant! I’m so scared! 

So is he. 

Susan checked at the thought. What had he said when he’d 
grabbed her? “I’m not dead yet, bloody Natural scavenger.” 

He’d thought she was stealing his armor. He had no reason to 
think otherwise, especially if he’d been conscious enough to hear 
Ben’s parting remarks. 

Susan took several deep, steadying breaths, dashing the tears 
from her face. Oh, Lord, help me. Give me strength. 
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“Not... dead yet...” she heard him rasp again. He tried to push 
himself upright, but fell back, coughing and gasping. 

Help him. 

Susan gritted her teeth. You saw what he did! But the tiny voice 
didn’t deign to answer. Susan gave a short, sharp sigh. 

She moved almost without conscious consent, slowly crawling 
back towards the Gelf. Hand, knee, hand, knee, one then the other. She 
didn’t trust herself to stand. She spied the smear of black and red 
sludge, remembering him coughing it up, and mentally added smoke 
inhalation to her internal tally of injuries, and the nose and ears 
bleeding would have been the shockwave from the explosion of the 
Mystic. 

He glared at her, jaw clenched, upper lip curled slightly to 
reveal a set of fangs. Susan inwardly quailed, even as she glared 
straight back, trying to at least look fiercer than she felt. She’d never 
been the subject of sheer abject hatred before. 

“Decided to... to... to torture me... before killing... killing 
me?” he said between ragged breaths. “You won’t... learn 
anything....” 

“No such,” Susan snapped, her fear shortening the fuse on her 
temper to a hair’s width. ‘If you'll /et me, I was trying to help you.” 

He made a strange noise that turned into another series of 
coughs. It was a moment before she realized he’d tried to laugh. 
“Stupid Natural,” he got out finally, his voice so choked she barely 
heard him. “What.... And what makes you think... I’m stupid 
enough... to believe you?” 

“T guess you'll just have to trust me, won’t you.” 

“And... why would I do that?” 


“Because you'll die if you don’t.” 

He fell back into a sullen silence, eyeing her narrowly. 

Susan cautiously edged into arm’s reach. He remained 
motionless, watching her subtlest movement. 

She reached out, fighting to keep her hands from shaking, 
and took hold of the collar of his breastplate, feeling for the latches, 
all too acutely aware of the fangs revealed by the faint snarl curling 
his lips. 

This time she caught the blur of his arm, and managed to 
throw herself out of its reach, feeling his fingers graze her shoulder. 
Susan scrambled backward again, but he didn’t come after her. He 
turned and tried to get his feet under him, his left arm hanging limp 
and useless. But the broken leg wouldn’t take his weight, and he 
crumbled onto his face with a small, choked noise. He desperately 
tried to push himself up again, but his shaking arm buckled. 

He lay still again, ragged breaths coming in pained gasps, broken by 
weak, intermittent coughing. 

Susan fought to bring her own rapid breathing under control. 
He’ll kill himself at this rate, she thought savagely. 

But he wasn’t going after her. He was only trying to escape, 
fighting back like a trapped animal. And no injured animal that 
Susan had ever encountered differentiated between friend or foe. At 
least not at first. 

“S-so,” she forced out, internally wincing at the stutter. “Do | 
have to n-knock you out to get you to hold still?” 

He gave no reply. 
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Susan slowly stood. She hadn’t known it was actually 
possible for someone’s knees to knock together, but her legs were 
shaking so badly she found out firsthand. She took several aborted 
attempts at a deep breath, and made herself take a step toward him, 
then another. 

He hadn’t managed to get very far, but he’s certainly 
managed to make a mess of her underskirt. Her nose wrinkled 
slightly. 

She carefully nudged his unbroken leg with the toe of her 
shoe. His good hand slowly curled into a fist, but there was no other 
response. 

Susan knelt and gingerly turned him back over onto his back. 
All his muscles were dead limp. His head lolled on his neck. His 
eyes were barely slitted open, and at first Susan thought he must 
have passed out, but then they sluggishly lifted to her face, all malice 
gone, leaving only pain. For a long moment, Susan stood frozen, 
staring into those alien eyes, until they unexpectedly broke away. 

Making a slightly more successful attempt at a deep breath, 
she began peeling off the rest of the shattered armor, her nervousness 
and unfamiliarity with the clasps making her fingers clumsy. Patches 
of the suit underneath had burned into his skin, or what was left of it. 

Susan absently drew Ben’s knife from the back of her belt, 
her other hand reaching for the collar of the suit. He jerked away, his 
startled gasp turning into a strangled scream of pain. 

“Oh for crying out loud!” Susan snapped. “Hold still! You’ll 
hurt yourself! Again!” 

He still feebly tried to haul himself away from her, eyes 
narrowed. 


“I’m not going to hurt you,” Susan said yet again. “If I were 
going to kill you, I’d’ve done it already!” Several times over, she 
added mentally. 

“The knife?” he rasped, catching her by surprise. 

“To get that suit off.” 

His suspicious eyes still demanded explanation. 

“Because for one thing,” she said defensively, “it’s going to 
start ripping off the skin it’s been burned into as the burns start 
swelling, and for another you definitely don’t want that collar cutting 
off your air.” She was half surprised he wasn’t well on his way to 
looking like a balloon yet. Thus far she could only really tell that the 
burned areas were beginning to look puffy because she could 
compare it with the undamaged side. 

“So hold still,” she said fiercely. His eyes flicked wide for a 
fraction of a second. 

Tense, ready to pull back at the slightest motion, Susan 
reached for the collar of his suit again. But he only glared at her, his 
eyes showing only ice, even as she brought the knife up to his neck. 
She hesitated a fraction of a second. All she had to do was slice 
down, into the vulernable skin.... 

Susan gave an internal shudder of revulsion and slit through 
the collar. Then carefully sliced down the shoulder, where the 
material seemed only thoroughly charred. She would have to cut 
around the patches that were actually burned into the skin; she didn’t 
want to risk botching it and accidentally killing him by cutting too 
deep. So far, it seemed to be coming off easily enough without tak- 
ing skin with it. Slightly more confident now, she started cutting 
down his chest, avoiding any patches that looked even slightly like 
they might be connected to skin. 
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Her cheeks began to burn as she found that his face wasn’t the 
only thing that looked human. The rest of him was looking pretty darn 
humanlike as well. 

Concentrate on your task, Susan! she admonished herself. It 
wasn’t as if she’d never had to deal with a male patient before. 
Though, she had to admit, they’d all been children. 

Susan resolutely turned her mind to a different path. The bums 
would have to be cleaned, and as soon as possible. Ideally she should 
probably lay cold compresses over them, but all she had on hand was 
her water bottle, and it wouldn’t last long. She gave a small sigh. 
Ideally he would be at a burn hospice. 

Ben, hurry up! He was certainly taking his dear sweet time. 

When she had most of the suit cut away from his injuries, she 
paused. 

“Hey,” Susan called out softly. “You still with me?” 

The metallic eyes flicked over to focus unnervingly on her face. 

“Guess so,” she muttered. Feeling her cheeks turning crimson, 
she went back to slicing at the remains of the suit. She didn’t want to 
cut it all away completely; he had to have something to protect him 
from the elements, but at the same time, there wasn’t much remaining 
of the left side. Obviously it had been the side facing the blast. And 
from the look of it, he’d been thrown among the rocks, which had 
managed to protect him a little at least. Still... 

Susan lightly bit her lip. She should probably try to do the same 
thing to the back, but... all things considered she didn’t want to have 
him moving around anymore. She would wait for Ben to come back, 
she decided, and have him help her with the back. 


Once she was fairly certain there was nothing else she could 
do with the suit, she set to trying to clean the worst of the wounds. 

His left arm and hand looked almost like they belonged to a 
skeleton, shrunken and yellowish white, patched with red that she 
sincerely hoped to heaven wasn’t really muscle. Susan gingerly lifted 
it and began cleaning it off, picking out debris and sparingly slicing 
off some of the dead tissue. It would be a haven for infection in no 
time flat. 

Susan heard a scrabble of pebbles falling, and the sound of 
light footfalls jumping from rock to rock. Ben! Susan climbed out 
from under the shelter of the overhang. 

It was Ben, med kit in hand, and a small pack slung onto his 


back. 

Took vou long enough, she thought, but didn’t say anything 
aloud. 

“It still alive?” he called out once in earshot. 

Susan nodded. 

“Too bad.” He handed her the med kit. 

‘Any word on the rendezvous?” she asked, carefully climbing 
down. 


“Nope.” 

The Gelf gave Ben a vile look that Ben returned with interest. 

Boys, boys, she internally chided. Play nice. Though she was 
very certain that neither of them would appreciate the comment. 

She set down the med kit and popped it open, surveying the 
meager contents. Hypospray and canisters, emergency flesh glue, two 
rolls of gauze bandaging (not nearly enough), a small box of 
bandaids, some sterile cloths, a pair of gloves, a cleaning agent, a 
small tube of burn ointment. 
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She eyed the last slightly despairingly, but it was for first degree 
burns, nothing as severe as these were. 

Susan loaded up the hypospray with an anti-shock ampoule. 
She saw him almost begin to flinch away but catch himself, 
scowling. She set it to the undamaged side of his neck and depressed 
it, then quickly switched the used ampoule for the strongest 
antibiotic she could find 1n the box, followed by one that should help 
keep his airway clear. 

Her hand hesitated, fingers on yet another ampoule. He 
would need something to combat swelling, and something to ward 
off dehydration, and he should have some kind of painkiller too, but 
she didn’t want to overload his system. As it was, three was probably 
pushing it. Hyposprays were emergency holdovers, not medical 
substitutes. They would help for a while, but.... 

He could probably take one more, being a Gelf, she decided, 
then hesitated again, fingers hovering between the three. 

Well, tough or not, even Gelfs could die of dehydration. / 
think. She picked up the ampoule and used it. 

The pack Ben brought back turned out to contain three blan- 
kets, food, and some water. Susan had Ben lift the Gelf up so she 
could cut away the back of the shredded suit, and finished her 
makeshift dressings. 


None of them got much sleep that night, though it was hard 
to say who had it the worst. 


The Gelf phased in and out of consciousness, spending his 
waking moments glaring at the other two. Finally Susan threatened 
to use another hypospray to knock him out, and he turned his face 
away. He fell dead solid asleep a few moments later. 

Susan was the first to awaken at the first pale blue light of 
dawn, finding the two men still fast asleep. Ben sat propped up 
against a rock, his arms folded tightly, head hanging down on his 
chest. Susan checked on the Gelf. The burns had definitely swollen 
up overnight. She could barely discern cheek from jaw from neck. It 
almost looked like he wore a grotesque fleshy collar. Conversely, his 
left hand still looked like a skeleton’s, though his shoulder was 
grossly distended. 

But he was still breathing. As far as she could see, his airway 
hadn’t been obstructed, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t be. 

Susan gave him another dose of antibiotics. That rendezvous 
call had better come soon. Or they'd be trying to figure out how to 
bury him. Not that Ben would mind. 

She tried to tell herself that she wouldn’t particularly mind 
either, but... somehow... she would. 

She didn’t particularly want to see it recover - and she 
certainly didn’t want to see it at full strength - but... she didn’t want 
to see it die either. 

Almost as if hearing her thoughts, the un-swollen eye slit 
open, flat and dull with pain, unfocused and unseeing. 

“Still alive?” Ben asked, making her jump slightly. Her 
earlier movement must have woken him up. 

“Yes,” she said shortly, the fresh jolt of adrenaline through 
her system making her snappish again. “Barely. We need to get him 
to a real medical facility.” 
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“Hmm. Too bad we Naturals don’t have any of those, eh, 
Gelfy?” The strength of the bitterness in Ben’s voice took her 
aback, shaking her already rattled nerves yet again. Ben really 
didn’t want this Gelf to live. She’d already known that, of course, 
but the depth of his animosity hadn’t really fully struck until that 
moment. 

“We already have our ok to rendezvous.” Her benumbed 
lips moved of their own accord. She didn’t realize the full truth of 
it until the words escaped. “You just want him to die.” 

The brief flash of surprise before his glare brought it all 
crashing down. 

She rose to her feet, body still moving without her permis- 
sion or thought. “After all the talk, after all the posturing, and 
saying that we’re better than them, that we won’t sink to their 
level, I can’t believe that you would do something like this! If you 
make us stay here.... If you let him die.... Il make sure that 
everyone knows it’s your fault. That you murdered a helpless 
prisoner of war. And I’Il let them deal with you.” 

Susan sank to her knees, because they wouldn’t support her 
anymore, but somehow retained her rigid posture, hands clenched 
together so tightly that it cut off circulation, because otherwise 
they’d be shaking in her lap. By the look on Ben’s face, she’d 
shocked him as much as she’d shocked herself. 

After a few moments, Ben’s face melted back into a blank 
mask. He stood, stepping to tower over her, looking down at her 
somehow still defiant face. He stepped around her. 

For the second time in as many days, Ben hauled the Gelf 
up onto his shoulder. This time the Gelf didn’t make a sound, 
though she suspected that it was less due to willpower and more 
due to lack of strength. 


Susan made it to her feet in an undignified scramble, heart 
choking off her air, certain Ben would throw him down to the rocks 
below them. 

They stood, facing off, for the longest moment, cold brown 
eyes locked with hers. Then they broke away, glancing towards the 
Dragonfly. 

“Well, come on then,” Ben said gruffly, turning. 

Susan was glad he had her back to her, or he’d’ve seen how her 
jaw dropped. She wiped the shocked expression from her face. Of 
course he’d try to save his own reputation. Nothing more. She chased 
after him through the rocks, to the Dragonfly. 
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The Gelf had to ride essentially in Susan’s lap, since there was 
so little space in the Dragonfly cockpit, wrapped up in the blanket, his 
head on her shoulder, drifting in and out of consciousness. Usually it 
was just an eye that opened the barest fraction, only to close again a 
moment later, but several times he woke realizing that he wasn’t were 
he belonged, and with a sharp motion tried to pull away from her, only 
to faint from the pain. Susan flinched every time that happened, 
knowing he was probably doing unknown amounts of damage to 
himself. The trip seemed to take an eternity, though the trip to the 
rendezvous point - another makeshift base, this one in a cave complex 
further north and west -- couldn’t have taken more than two hours. 

At the first long awaited radio signal, she could have fainted 
herself for sheer relief. After that, time seemed to stretch out even 
longer, making it decades before the Dragonfly began to carefully 
lower itself into a narrow valley to a concealed landing strip there. 
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Then they’d landed, and people were taking the Gelf, to 
carefully hand him out and lay him on a stretcher, whisking him away. 
Susan felt little pricks of moisture sting her eyes. It was over. It was all 
over. A short, choked laugh escaped. The Gelf wasn’t her responsibility 
anymore. Whether he lived or died, it was out of her hands. 

There were people reaching for her now, peeling her out of the 
seat, telling her it was ok, that she’d done well. Then she really did 
start to cry, the false bravado melting away, all the terror and anxiety 
and all the other mixed emotions balling up into one and making her 
crumple up into a sobbing mess. Someone wrapped a blanket around 
her shoulders, and a sturdy pair of arms wrapped around her to pick 
her up and carry her into the cool interior of the caves, walking for she 
didn’t know and didn’t care how long, before she was set down on a 
simple cot. She dimly heard her name, and felt another set of arms 
fling around her, then another. She simply melted into them and cried. 
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